6                                                           PREFACE
It is interesting to hear that Gertrude Bell had so poor an
opinion of her first essay in literature, and it is also interesting
to learn that the last six chapters wore, so to speak, written to
order: for I think it must be conceded that there is a something
in those chapters which were written in Persia which is wanting
from the later ones* in spite of their charm of style and charac-
terisation. In the end the little book appeared anonymously,
and thus a compromise was effected between the wishes of her
parents and her own modesty.
It may suitably be recalled that a somewhat similar" fate
attended another book of Persian travel, namely Edward G,
Browne's Tear Jmongst the Persians*) which appeared a year
before Persian Pictures* Neither Edward Browne nor his
publisher seems to have realized the exceptional qualities of
this book, which was never reprinted until after the death of
that great scholar in 1925*
Miss Bell's little book is of course slight in comparison with
Browne's, and whereas Browne took with him to Persia a
first-class knowledge of the language and literature; of that
country. Miss Bell had only studied Persian for a few months
previously to her departure for Teheran* In that brief space
she had, however, learnt to read with some degree of fluency,
and she no doubt understood a great deal of what was said to her
in conversation, though she refers to the constant use of an
interpreter.
There is a peculiar magic in the air of Persia which inspires
all who visit her with poetry and romance : and this is not
easily to be explained : for Persia to~day is a country in which
very few traces remain to remind the traveller of her past
glories. The cities of old Iran have been built and destroyed
in the course of her long history*, and nature and man seem to
have combined to place Persia in our day under the ban of
neglect A score of cities ha^e in turn been royal capitals,
and as such have received all the embellishments that powerful
monarchs could bestow on them, only to be abandoned and
finally left in ruins, and even the ruins have often been ruth*
lessly destroyed The country itself is full of vast desolate
tracts. In spite of all this Persia casts her spell on every
traveller, a spell worked by marvellous sunsets over the un*